Herbal medicines to treat
depression
Key Points:










The amount of research on herbal medicines for the treatment of depression is small when
compared to the large amount of information on the use of prescription medication and
psychotherapy for the same problem. Therefore, conclusions about herbal medicines are more
uncertain.
The first medicines used to treat health conditions were derived from plants. There has been a
strong interest over the years in using herbal medicines for a variety of problems including
depression.
As with other medicines, herbal medicines must be taken in the right amount or dose to be
effective. If you use one of these medicines be sure to check what dose would work for you.
Too high a dose may cause health problems.
Herbal medicines can interact with other commonly-used medicines and may have side effects,
so it important to let your doctor and your pharmacist know if you are taking a herbal medicine
along with other medicines (prescriptions or herbal ones). It is especially important not to take
them along with an antidepressant medication unless you have been advised to do so by a
doctor.
While a number of herbal medicines have been studied as treatment for depression, only one,
St. John’s wort (botanical name Hypericum perforatum L.) has been evaluated in enough welldesigned studies to show that it can be helpful in the treatment of depression.






St. John’s wort (used at an effective dose) has been shown to be as effective as commonly-used
antidepressant medicines.
There has been no research on St. John’s wort as a treatment for the most severe forms of
depression.
Persons taking St. John’s wort reported fewer side effects than those taking commonly used
antidepressant medicines.
The strength or potency of herbal medicines, including St. John’s wort, may vary depending on
the brand and the batch. One reason for this may be the method used to extract the active
ingredient from the plant. To make sure that you receive a product with the recommended
potency and without unhealthy contaminants, it is best to purchase from a supplier and
manufacturer with a good reputation. Your pharmacy may be able to provide advice about the
most reliable products.
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Your doctor may be able to provide information about good sources of St. John’s wort and the
dose that is most likely to be effective.
Your doctor would also be a good source of information about possible interactions between St.
John’s wort and other medicines you may be taking.
Other herbal medicines have been considered for treatment of depression but there has not
been enough research to show if they are effective. Future research will help us to understand
which of these medicines may be effective.
Herbal medicines that include a single substance are more likely to have adequate purity and
strength. Medicines that combine a number of different plant substances in one preparation
(such as a tea) are more likely to have problems with potency and may include ingredients that
are unknown or not listed.
Dietary supplements have also been considered for treatment of depression. For more
information on this topic see “Dietary supplements for treatment of depression” at the website
below.

Disclaimer: Information in this pamphlet is offered ‘as is' and is meant only to provide general information that
supplements, but does not replace the information from your health provider. Always contact a qualified
health professional for further information in your specific situation or circumstance.

For more fact sheets and information about depression and its
treatment please visit: http://depression.informedchoices.ca
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